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Not Untitled
Peter McCaughey
Cultural hijack is a term that cropped up in conversation with our editor, Ben Parry, 
in a bar in Glasgow some time ago. I was referring to that moment of being taken 
unawares by an experience – by something that stops you in your tracks, that redirects 
your thoughts, actions, attitude; something uninvited, unannounced, perhaps 
unnamed. The writing that follows is an attempt to sharpen my own thinking around 
the term. My intention is to frame cultural hijack and to discuss its recurrence and 
relevance in my own practice. In the process, I want to weigh up its value to artists 
and activists – partly to argue for its place in the canon of contemporary art and 
particularly to explore its various functions as a tool in the critical resistance toolkit. 
Sometimes like the benign stuff  of day-to-day serendipity, this hijack can be a gentle 
gift; more often it’s a type of deliberate misdirection, like that practised by the magician 
to pull off  a trick, by the conman to separate you from your money and by the artist 
to ‘wilfully disrupt’ your day. Cultural hijack doesn’t ask to be engaged with, cultural 
hijack doesn’t wait patiently to be consumed. Cultural hijack works against your best 
interests because it thinks it knows better. With the most provocative cultural hijack, 
you never escape without being perturbed, altered or otherwise redirected. 
Growing up and studying in Northern Ireland during the Troubles has undoubtedly 
shaped my thinking on the need to ‘wilfully disrupt society’. As an art student in 
Belfast, I wanted, through my work, to insert a type of moment, an interruption, into 
the fabric of the everyday, to make a thing that oscillated in between meaning and 
not meaning, so that it slipped in the mind and created growth in the part of the brain 
where curiosity resides. I thought that if that part of the brain could get a bit bigger, 
then the dominance of the part that is compelled to categorize and to name and to 
know might be challenged. 
I have to place this urge against the backdrop of an art school (then York Street Art 
College) where fi gurative painting dominated, and where the institution was distant 
from the drama of everyday life on the streets of Belfast. In the practice and positions 
of staff  and students, the college seemed to operate as an ivory tower, straight from 
the handbook of Modern Cultural Clichés. When I was there (1984–88), it appeared to 
me that a mutual un-interest had been negotiated between the city and the school. 
Surprising as it might seem (with a notable exception to be discussed later), there was 
no interest in local politics, no discussion of the day-to-day atrocities that scarred our 
province, and no evidence of any activity beyond the studios of the fi ve-fl oored tower 
block that housed the Fine Art Department.
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While discussing these student days with a friend of mine from West Belfast, I was 
regaled with the story of an incident from his childhood, in which he (ashamedly) 
admitted to throwing stones at ‘a weirdo’ who was walking the peace-line in Belfast, 
naked except for some dead fish tied around his genitals. The ‘weirdo’ was Alastair 
MacLennan, beloved doyen of endurance performance and my tutor at art school 
in Belfast. The friend, you may be surprised to hear, is now a well-established 
contemporary artist with a growing international reputation. He grew up fast and 
decided to go to the art school where the fish man taught.
There’s a ‘rags to riches, road to Damascus’ aspect to his tale – it piques the 
interest as we wonder what triggers these sorts of galvanic shifts. The mystery of 
enlightenment. Personally, I like the idea that such enlightenment has a mysterious, 
spontaneous nature and is not solely accessed through scholarly meditation, 
education and hard work. I like the wishful idea that cultural epiphanies, revolutions 
of thought and action, can be agitated by what Danto referred to as ‘disturbational’ 
artworks – those in-yer-face confrontations that challenge our default norms as 
passive audience, that shock us out of our torpor and provoke us to rethink on the 
spot. Confrontations like that with a stoic, naked man, who smells of fish and refuses 
to yield to stone-throwing or anything else. 
It’s a natural enough, if shameful, instinct to throw stones at the weirdo. Some may 
assert that culture is the space where we get to confront our ‘nature’ and challenge 
ourselves to think again. But therein lies the problem. Choosing to be challenged isn’t 
the same as being challenged. Choosing to be exposed to art is not the same as being 
forced to address it, as another real/odd thing in our real/odd world. This is the primary 
tactic of the interventionist – to hijack their ‘audience’ at a time and place of the 
hijacker’s choosing. This may be disturbing, covert, unannounced and unnamed, and the 
last is surely the most intriguing, as a challenge to any theory of contemporary art.
When the artist abandons the gallery and museum and begins to secrete their objects 
and actions into the fabric of a real-world situation, what’s at stake? When the ‘event’ 
is no longer named as art, nor referred to as culture, what does it then become? 
How does this un-naming affect the consumption, gestation and regurgitation of 
the ‘work’ by its recipients? If one of Duchamp’s great revolutionary ideas of the 
twentieth century was to channel the tension between naming and framing and 
content, then what happens when we shift the emphasis from the act of naming to 
the act of not naming? And then, of course, how do we juggle the potential paradox 
of this exploration, the fixing and reification of this territory, through this publication? 
This paradox mocks any attempt to name and define (and thereby elevate) cultural 
hijack. Isn’t this pursuit at odds with the argument for cultural hijack that proposes 
that it works particularly well when unnamed and undefined?
With a range of work I’ve made, the label of art was consciously avoided or carelessly 
abandoned in the heat of the moment. So it is, when asked to talk about my practice 
in my capacity as ‘artist’ now, I often tell stories of those actions and events that hold 
the most meaning for me, that have never been seen as, nor written of, as ‘art’.  
These actions are how I know the world and how I test my world. These are the 
things I value in the world. They are often frivolous things, joyful, eccentric. 
Sometimes tiny moments of interruption; my girlfriend is driving, she asks for a sweet 
– I pass her an adapted opal fruit made up of one half lemon and one half orange.  
So. That is the context for the emergence of an urge, an urge that I acknowledge is 
more than likely the product of a malaise, some slow trauma that I am perhaps still 
recovering from. It’s maybe the condition of my malaise that I ascribe ephemeral and 
esoteric interventions into the everyday with vitality and an importance – as though 
they represent a battlefront of our human, empathic selves against our inhuman, 
mechanical tendencies.
All the work I reference here relates to the context of the city (I suspect the same will 
be true for the rest of the writing in this book) – so, like the Situationist strategies of 
dérive and détournement, perhaps the target is really city living. The examples of work 
that follow are not tactically consistent. Not all completely subscribe to the terms 
laid out here. This is because they have not been constructed with this description in 
mind. ‘Cultural hijack’, as a term, is retrospective, and ‘Not Untitled’, as a text, is an 
attempt to explain these things to myself, as well as to you, to figure out what the hell 
I have been doing all these years.
I remember clearly happening across the power of the (inter-) actions I am 
attempting to map here. It’s Belfast, November 1984. I had been in the studio, using 
the ubiquitous cardboard milk carton as a former for casting objects, and one day 
realized that the leftover carton, ripped open as it was to release the cast, was more 
interesting than what it had contained. Ripped open, the carton made a raggedy 
white cross. On my way home that evening, each time I came across a milk carton 
lying on the street, I just opened it out and left it there. The next morning I was 
standing at the bus stop beside an old gentleman, and one of these white crosses 
blew by like a piece of tumbleweed, pausing right by where we stood when the wind 
died, then cartwheeling on down the street. The old gentleman didn’t take his eyes 
off it as it drifted along. It seemed to trouble him, as to what it might be and what if 
anything it might mean. 
The idea of attempting to engineer such an engagement, to precipitate this type of 
response, was for me at that time of some political and social significance. In the 
North, I was growing up in a culture where appalling acts of depravity were being 
performed in a regular cycle. Difference was a basis for fear and loathing. Human 
beings displayed the ability to categorize, brutalize and kill on the basis of someone’s 
appearance, a choice of colour, their use of a particular word, their pronunciation of 
the letter ‘H’. In many ways this environment educated me as an artist, underscoring 
the real-life significance of subtle shifts, nuances of colour and language, and the real-
life costs of the compulsion to discriminate. The urge to cultural hijack emerged as 
a way to counteract a culture obsessed with categorization. The primary aim was to 
introduce doubt, the advanced goal was to create an appetite for remaining in doubt. 
It seemed vital to challenge the cultural, political and linguistic tendencies that 
entrenched the habit of segmentation and the instinct to segregate. In a series of 
short works, made in response to this need, I blocked underpasses with perfectly 
stacked cardboard boxes, confronted lift travellers with unexpected revelations, 
contrived small accidents and generally began to develop a vocabulary around hijack. 
Sometimes the question of ‘Who did it?’ was transcended by the question of ‘Has 
someone done something?’ a subtler query, encouraging a sort of paranoia of self-
reflexivity that aimed at preventing a safe and secure assumption of the status quo, 
and instead demanded a recalibration of everything present. 
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I spot a tra"  c light popped out of its holder, I lie underneath it. Drunk on a summer’s 
night, I fi nd a bundle of neatly cable-tied off -cuts of wood. I walk home with the 
sticks on my head. When they fall off , I return to the place where I found them and 
start again. One mile takes six hours. At fi ve in the morning, taxis start to toot horns. 
I realize they have been passing me all night and that I’ve earned their support. 
I never think of myself as a performance artist, just me intervening in my own life. 
One of the gifts that facilitates such actions is undoubtedly a zero embarrassment 
threshold. Wherever I am in the world I keep an eye out for bent poles and damaged 
signs. When I fi nd one, I deliver the pole-bender pose – inserting myself into the 
narrative of the fucked up city as the vengeful destroyer of urban signage. 
Some time ago I travelled to Helsinki for fi ve days to give a workshop on the tactics 
of the Situationists. My holdall got lost in transit. I am smelly and unshaven for four 
days. The bag arrives on the day that I am to leave. I list its contents meticulously 
and distribute them to people I have met. On the way to the airport I ask the taxi to 
stop and fi ll the empty bag with snow. The bag of snow and I travel from Helsinki via 
Heathrow to Glasgow. The security team who scan the bag get a shock when I am 
asked to open it. No obvious rule has been broken and I get to take my snow home. I 
travel around friends’ homes inviting them to remove their shoes and socks and stand 
on Helsinki. The snow fi nally disappears after fi ve days.
These moments refl ect an appetite for disjuncture, an appetite no doubt cultivated 
by exposure to the many early examples of fractured narrative. Literature was always 
great for the shock tactic, like the short story ‘Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge’ by 
Ambrose Bierce – a classic hijack from childhood, collapsing time and space to great 
eff ect. Another example is David Hall’s TV interruptions, which I am really convinced I 
saw when I was seven (although to the best of my knowledge they were never screened 
in Northern Ireland). I defi nitely remember an astonishing moment of insertion when 
something inexplicable appeared on TV, broke all the conventions and then was gone. 
Growing up in Northern Ireland, the ‘wind-up’ was a form of hijack that began in the 
school playground and extended into all manner of conversations and situations. 
The wind-up often serves no purpose. On the surface it is to test gullibility, to have 
a laugh at someone’s foolish suspension of disbelief. But it’s also of course a type 
of storytelling, where an idea is developed more fully, engaged with more deeply 
because it appears to be ‘real’ rather than ‘a story’. (My father also has to be credited 
here for his endless prank phone calls imitating the local parish priest, among others.)
I’m interested in addressing these choices around the moment of reception. I think 
it’s a logical extension of an interest in site and time specifi city. If the cultural hijacker 
dares to determine when, how and what we receive, then what possibilities does that 
open up for shaping the moment of reception? 
From idly placing a feather under the door handle of an expensive car in anticipation 
of that moment of contact, to hiring a pickpocket to reverse pickpocket passers-
by, the possibilities for secreting small works and provocations are endless. These 
processes of intrusion and manipulation lead naturally to the culture of the inventive 
lie as the delivery mechanism for new ideas. The inventive lie is a close cousin of the 
wind-up. I have used this age-old system as a tactic to contextualize and deliver many 
diff erent ideas. 
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It’s 1988 and I have just arrived in Glasgow to study on the first year of the new MA 
fine art course. David Harding, Head of Environmental Art, asks me to present my 
work to the undergraduates. In a small room, filled with some of Glasgow’s soon-to-
be-famous artists, I show 50 slides that I have picked randomly from the art school’s 
library. With the first image, a picture of a #ord in Norway, I speak of holidays as a child 
in Donegal and point out my granny’s cottage. With the second, a fairground mural of 
Dracula feasting on a glamorous victim, I speak of my struggles with painting and the 
vampyric nature of capitalism. The talk is unrehearsed and ad-libbed and my deception 
becomes more and more stretched as slides of architecture, interior design, Picasso 
drawings and Highland textiles appear. Somehow my insistence causes image after 
image to be made the subject of the words I string together and the content of the 
talk remains borderline credible. My intention is to test to destruction the relationship 
between spoken word and image, but to my surprise, by the last slide, the majority of 
people in the room still believe they are looking at a coherent body of work. 
One idea I have happily lied into existence for years is ‘the Halfing’. The Halfing is 
introduced as that ancient Irish tradition – a very particular rite of passage, centred 
on the moment a child becomes half their parent’s age. The calculation is simple 
enough, the moment is unique and the lie seeks to embed an idea that I believe 
has value to a society that needs to take more time to address the passage of time, 
entropy and death. The Halfing has been introduced to many people, who engage 
with it believing it to be rooted in an ancient tradition. (Of course this revelation 
to you has now opened up the baked potato dilemma.)* It is one of the unspoken 
and obvious truths of the ‘art world’ that the primary contextualizer of most work is 
the name of the person who made the work, particularly if the name is a Name. In 
reversing this with the Halfing, I wish the source of the idea to be lost in the traces of 
time, to move power from the author to the receiver, or perhaps from the individuals 
to the idea itself.
In reflecting on what I think I have learned about reception this incidental moment 
also comes to mind. Late night in 1998. I arrived at a friend’s house at one in the 
morning to catch the tail end of a house party and managed to sneak into the flat 
unnoticed. The party is concentrated in the front room of a Glasgow tenement 
with a dozen or so people deep in conversation. Searching the flat for somewhere 
to hide, I spot a large cardboard box in the bedroom, containing a photographic 
enlarger. I quietly empty the box, drag it into the hall and climb inside. After a while 
I reach out and tip over a bicycle lying against the wall. The bicycle falls with a crash 
and the room goes quiet. I withdraw to the box. In an accusatory tone Carmel says, 
‘Craig you never put that bike up properly’, as she comes out and props it up again. 
The party resumes. I wait five minutes, then tip it again – CRASH. This time Craig 
chastises Carmel and he repositions the bike. The third time the bike falls the party 
goes very quiet, there is a sense of the uncanny in the air. No one replaces the bike. 
I wait ten minutes and quietly leave the flat and the house. Months later I let slip my 
involvement in what Craig describes as his ‘ghost’ story. He laughs and then reflects 
that it’s a shame in a way that I told him – as a diehard Marxist / atheist / sceptic, he 
had enjoyed the liminal space of this inexplicable act and the revealing of the ‘truth’ 
of it had collapsed the liminal space on him. Again the baked potato dilemma.
As a member of staff at Glasgow School of Art I introduce students to the course 
Sculpture and Environmental Art with a series of theory / practice exercises that take 
ideas from the Situationists, the Boyle family and John Latham/Barbara Steveni. In 
our decrepit building we have a ‘garage’ space with a roller shutter that opens up the 
large bay window to a main street. In a re-enactment of Street (Mark Boyle, 1971), I 
position the students facing the shutter, seated as if in a cinema, and then crank open 
the shutter, inviting them to enjoy a 15-minute film of the city. Over the years I have 
contrived various moments of interruption into this ‘real’ world beyond the window. 
One year, I quietly left the room, took off all my clothes at the main door and ran past 
the window naked. Of 15 students, whose only job was to observe what unfolded in 
front of them, nine saw someone run past, six opined that the person was naked, and 
two were convinced it was their tutor. One student declared he had seen an accident 
of some description.
I am interested here, in this book, to explore the value of rehabilitating these 
moments within the canon of contemporary art, especially as they offer you and me 
insight into what Mika Hannula described as the politics of small gestures.
These very spontaneous decisions (to respond to the world) that I have detailed over 
the last few pages way find an equivalence in (slightly) more formal interventions such 
as U, made in 1996. U was a response to Cowcaddens underpass – a dark, forbidding 
tunnel about 20 metres long, the sort of space repeated throughout the UK that we 
travel through to get to trains, tubes or to the next underpass. In 1996 I shot footage 
of people passing through the space during the day. In the evening I projected the 
footage onto a screen, installed (without permission) from wall to wall and roof to 
floor, across the centre of the space. The screen was hung in sections so that users 
/ viewers could pass through it. As they did so, they walked in front of the projector 
and their actual shadows joined the projected silhouettes. 
I’ve realized over time that there is something important in that some of these actions 
are not classified as ‘art’ at the time. Through this, I’ve become interested in the 
possibility of the space where we experience, before we define that experience (or before 
we have it culturally framed for us). I am interested in the work inhabiting this liminal 
zone, the moment before the recognition of the thing seen out of the corner of an eye. 
The Festival of Borrowed Light was a more strategic approach to the same goal. In 
scale and detail it demanded more planning, more resources and the involvement of 
others. I worked with artist Stephen Skrynka to activate Victorian glass paving lights 
across Glasgow with light-switching systems, projected images, sound and embedded 
objects. This required access to basements across the city – 36 sites, including 
banks vaults, cinemas, derelict buildings, restaurants, pubs and jewellery shops were 
accessed, often involving complex negotiations with hosts. 
Unannounced, the work appeared without warning street by street and then 
stopped after two weeks. For two weeks it really did feel as though the city had been 
reclaimed. On every street people stopped to look, laugh, moonwalk or in some other 
way break up habituated patterns of behaviour. I’d like to think the work engendered 
a sense of playful curiosity about what goes on underneath our feet. It was essential 
for success that the work was unexpected, that it worked in the liminal spaces 
between the ordered and the chaotic and the familiar and the unfamiliar, that the 
whole impact had to be greater than the sum of its parts.
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When referencing the quote on wilful disruption at the start of this text, I came 
across another idea on ambiguity from Richard Wentworth in ‘Thinking Aloud’ in 
which he says: ‘There is a gap between what we recognise as intended and what 
we dismiss as accidental, it’s the ambiguity that I’m drawn to.’ I was enjoying the 
appropriateness of the quote for what I was trying to articulate, then realized it could 
usefully be expanded upon:
1.What we recognize
2. What we recognize as intended 
3. What we recognize as intended and understand the intention 
4. What we recognize as intended but have no idea of what was intended 
5. What we recognize as intended not functioning as intended 
6. What we aren’t sure is intended
7. What we aren’t sure is accidental
8. What we recognize as accidental
9. What we recognize as accidental (functioning): serendipity
10. What we dismiss as accidental
11. What we don’t recognize
12. What we recognize as intended and have no idea of what was 
intended but understand that if we think hard, read well, get lucky, etc. 
we will understand.
13. What we recognize as intended but understand the intention is 
to maintain a gap between what is intended and what can be divined 
about what was intended (an unbreakable code, etc) being confronted by 
the sublime, ineffable, etc. 
Within this expanded, and no doubt incomplete, list lies the territory of cultural 
hijack in relation to the unnamed act. (10) and (11) are problematic, (12) and (13) feel 
like default conventions of gallery-based art, firmly established by the system and 
supporting the mantra of twentieth-century fine art rhetoric (art for art’s sake, the 
meaning resting with the meaninglessness, etc.). (3) is rare except in the sense in 
which Lyotard treasures Kant’s interpretation of the sublime (that the disappointment 
of not being able to adequately picture what is perceived is accompanied by the 
feeling of pleasure at being able to conceive it), which is really (13). The work 
described later here operates in and around (5), (6) and (9) and some new list on 
expectations.
What about being duped into an understanding, a reflection, a consideration, a belly 
laugh, as Kaufman might, or Lenny Bruce dared, or a conman might for personal gain, 
or an interventionist might for some other gain – perhaps to aid our enlightenment? I 
would contest that (9) never happens in a gallery or exhibition context, as no matter 
how shocking or controversial an act or presentation is, the metanarrative is that it is 
art, and beyond this, the work can never attain unknowability – it ultimately has its 
meaning centre conferred by its host.
OK. In fully fledged list mode now, I am ordering the contexts in which I’ve utilized 
this tactic of cultural hijack. I will describe these in some detail, looking at four works 
(Wave, No Way Back/Below Ground, ARC and The Futurist, made over a period of 
fifteen years) that allow me to weave in other issues, to try and explore in more detail 
the how, where, why and when of cultural hijack. 
Wave
A pre-requisite for an art work that manifests a counter-consciousness 
is that the separation which existed between the artist and the 
audience is closed, that they become mutually engaged, to the point 
where the audience become the rationale in both the making and 
reception of the work. 
Stephen Willats, Society Through Art
In 1993 I made a work in the Gorbals in Glasgow, in direct response to the ideas 
discussed previously, specifically to explore hijacking an audience into reconsuming 
a moment and, in doing so, to open up a space to deepen an understanding, a 
reflection, a consideration. In the work, Wave, a dramatic series of moments were 
revisited on the same day, some eight hours after they first occurred. These moments 
were replayed, mediated and recombined on the evening of 12 September at 10:15 
p.m. They related, first and foremost, to the demolition of the Queen Elizabeth 
Square tower blocks in the Gorbals earlier that day. The first explosion was detonated 
at 2:14 p.m. The second tower block went down seconds later. 
I was interested in the complex, contradictory emotions involved for those people I 
had spoken to who had lived in the tower blocks. I wanted to make a work that would 
mark this complexity, opening up a space to reflect together on such a significant 
shift in the trace memory network of the area. I suspected the removal of the Queen 
Elizabeth Square tower blocks would have a visceral impact on local people that 
would reverberate in the body of the community, in a similar way to the phantom 
pains suffered by an amputee.
I wondered about the effect of physical and psychological dislocation and 
disorientation that happened in a community after these demolitions. Thousands 
attend these demolitions, similar numbers to the audiences who used to turn out to 
see ships being launched in the Govan docks. The blow downs are now spectacles 
in the sense Debord was wary of – we are infantilized by their awesome nature. My 
instinct was to draw people back to reconsume the ‘spectacle’ with the hope of 
opening up a more reflective communal space for considering this dramatic change.
I organized the documentation of the demolitions from 14 vantage points, from distances 
as close as 300 metres to several kilometres away. That evening, ten synchronized video 
projectors relayed edited imagery from the detonation on to the top windows of the 
derelict TMax mill, 300 metres from the site of the blow down. Interviews with the recent 
inhabitants of the tower blocks were intercut with historic footage of the planning and 
construction of the blocks. Throughout, a series of number sequences, echoing ideas of 
countdown and measurement, scrolled as though a giant combination lock was being 
tested. The building itself seemed to be reflecting on and recalibrating the day’s events.
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The particular hijack in this work was the moment, fifteen minutes into the event, 
when the pre-prepared footage on the ten screens cut simultaneously to the day’s 
demolition footage. A collective gasp is still audible on the video documentation, 
as the audience (most of whom were from the immediate area and most of whom 
would have been at the actual demolition eight hours earlier) were confronted with 
this recent spectacular past to refigure. The work lasted for twenty minutes and only 
existed during that very particular time-frame. 
In work, I have often sought to respond to a defining moment in the history of a 
place, in a way that acknowledges the continual overwriting of histories, memories 
and times. This has led to a tactic of intervention that is perhaps best described as 
site-related and time-specific. The factor of time is also critical in relation to the 
immediacy and urgency associated with the need for the idea of hijack, in the sense 
that, if it doesn’t happen now, the moment will be lost. In this sense perhaps all the 
work is very contingent on circumstance, very like the earlier spontaneous examples 
I cited. The context is half the work. (This of course raises again the issue of how, if 
at all, this sort of work can be drawn into the canon of contemporary practice. The 
work’s fusion to the site and time of its engagement places a huge importance on 
this. The story of the work. The testimony to what it meant, how it worked…)
When a work is designed to be invisible, the discussion around its reception becomes 
particularly di"cult. This was the case for No Way Back, and even more so for 
Below Ground, the first two of an ongoing series of works on 35mm film, made as 
interventions within the mainstream cinema space, engaging the language and format 
of the cinema trailer. 
No Way Back / Below Ground
This work consisted of two 73-second, 35mm cinema trailers for a non-existent 
feature film, which were positioned among the trailers before the main feature. 
The work ran in five art house cinemas in Munich, a cinema in Glasgow and one in 
Edinburgh, simultaneously. I began playing with this gap site space in 1994, when 
invited by the organization Breathe to make work in Munich that engaged the city 
and its systems. 
The distribution system was simple. At a local level a chief projectionist has a lot 
of power – ultimately, for all the scale of the film industry, the projectionist cuts 
the trailer reel together by hand, and this is the point where a little persuasion 
works effectively! Interestingly No Way Back successfully shattered the suspension 
of disbelief because it couldn’t quite compete with the production values it was 
surrounded by. 
Below Ground was the second in this series, made in 1998, and a much more complex 
work secreted in front of the trailer for Lost in Space and running in mainstream 
cinemas. It had full certification and pretty successfully matched the production 
values and soundtrack quality of the big blockbusters. Below Ground achieved what 
No Way Back did not – to be read as a trailer, not as an intervention. It became 
virtually invisible. The hijack therefore became a subtle colonization of the space. 
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These projects and the next two touch on an ongoing body of works that occupy and 
respond to the cinema as a source and site for work, exploring the cinema’s potent 
relation to sense of place and its particular machinery for suspending disbelief and 
manufacturing consent. Whether working with or against this machinery, cinemas are 
a stunning system to hijack.
With the cinema still dominant as a factory of cultural myth, manufacturing 
metaphors and weaving fictions, it seems pertinent to study the apparatus by which 
it achieves its ends. I am particularly interested in orientation in cinematic space, 
perhaps because that space exerts such a grasp on our collective consciousness. From 
the moment we arrive in cinematic space, there is a dislocation and disorientation 
that takes place in the journey through labyrinthine corridors. The physical dislocation 
from reality acts on us so that, finally arriving in this dark space, where all sense of 
orientation to place is erased, we are prepared for transportation and imprinting. 
This dislocation encourages and supports the suspension of disbelief necessary 
for flights of fantasy. Brecht, Debord, Chomsky and many others have focused on 
the dangers of how society manufactures consent and the role of suspending the 
suspension of disbelief has been a defining aspect of reflexivity in modernism.
A particular interest I have in re-engaging cinematic spaces is in exploring the edges 
around this suspension of disbelief. I suppose I’d frame this in relation to cultural 
hijack by saying that it’s not enough to employ hijack as a tactic that intervenes in 
dominant narratives. They are too robust and that route is in danger of being entirely 
subsumed within the growing industry of viral advertising, where the titillation of self-
reflexivity has become the engagingly unfamiliar rendered familiar. I want something 
more, a type of ‘have cake, eat cake’ scenario of an oscillation between waking up 
and being deeply immersed at the same time, on the one hand, and being completely 
duped, hijacked, counter-colonized on the other. 
These issues provoked by thinking about harnessing the latent power concentrated 
in cinematic space are further focused for me at the moment a cinema ceases to be 
a cinema. Like the Wave work described previously, ARC focused on this moment of 
transition.
ARC 
With ARC I attempted to buy a cinema at the moment it closed and re-open it for 
one week, making a work that would use all of its modern cinematic resources, the 
screens, booths, etc. and re-employ its staff, who would also be the primary audience 
for the work. The ABC chain had sacked their staff en masse, expressly forbidding 
any event or gesture to mark the building’s closure, as they did not want to draw 
any negative attention to their nation-wide closures. They refused to entertain any 
approach from me. Some of the staff had worked for a significant part of their lives in 
the building and I couldn’t accept this denial of their right, and their need, to have a 
reflective/collective space in which to mark the transition and wake the building.
Cultural hijackers take note. Where there is a will… I hung around the building as 
it moved through the phases of close down and de-rigging and found a moment, a 
liminal space, when ABC effectively handed over control of ownership and access to a 
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contractor, who was to prepare the building for sale. I took an envelope of cash and I 
bought access, equipment and one giant 70mm screen. I bartered with the demolition 
crew to reinstall the 70mm projector and leave enough intact so I could reactivate 
one section of the cinema, the canopy. I reinstalled the light boxes on the front and 
side and opened the work for two weeks – FU ABC.1 
The canopy announced the imminent arrival of a new work, and the twelve light 
boxes on the front of the building now carried images recording various 
moments from the strip-out of the building. The screen I re-opened was one of the 
largest in Scotland. On it I ran a 70mm, 60ft film loop, which showed an elliptical pan 
that continually came round to a slow tracking-in and zooming-out shot of the building 
itself, as though filmed from a helicopter. These visual rotations were accompanied 
by the rhythmic sound of the loop rotating through the projector – a sound that was 
relayed live into the auditorium. With this was mixed the ambient sections of the film 
Apocalypse Now, which was one of the last 70mm films to run on this screen before the 
cinema closed. The soundtrack was taken from the moment Martin Sheen says the 
word ‘arclight’ until the moment he says ‘archangel’, 28 minutes later. The 28-minute 
section was mostly blanked to silence, only drawing on background noise from the 
film, so that any direct reference to Apocalypse Now was diminished.
Light boxes acted as x-ray machines, exposing the inner decay, the exit became 
the entrance, the film and soundtrack and the space itself conflated a sense of 
being immersed with a sense of being outwith, above it all… ultimately the tropes 
of cinema were détourned. The audience was arrested by a series of displacements 
and disorientations; pauses that I hoped would open up space – enough to allow a 
re-orientation. People stayed a long time, and in my favourite part of the work an 
endless stream of ex-ABC projectionists passed by the projector to say goodbye.
I like the reflexivity of the tactic whereby the liminal zone (a cinema in transition) 
is addressed through a liminal process. Shelley spoke of monuments to moments. 
I often make moments for moments. I realize as I write that my recurring interest 
in the threshold between spaces in time is driven by that same desire of creating 
an intervention, through which anyone who wanted or needed to might have the 
opportunity to pause. 
Once framed, imminent absence enhances the presence of the present. Very literally 
this might act against the abrasive force of entropy on everyone and everything and 
allow us to reclaim the here and now, to re-energize ourselves, recalibrate, digest, 
adapt, react. That’s key – react. 
This is not so much about the space to lament the way entropic forces fuck everything 
up, it’s more an attempt to pierce the denial of this (that entropic forces fuck everything 
up), because this is the knowledge that keeps us most alive, most attuned to ourselves 
and to our planet and to each other. The here and now is a challenge to us to be 
present. To swap a compulsion for shopping with a cessation. To invoke a consciousness 
for the fragile and transient nature of life that the shopaholic buys their way out of. 
It’s as though in some soporific stupor we city dwellers have traded away our sense of 
body, place and time for the zombified state of the capitalistic automaton – as though 
we have become a life support system for the currency that we circulate. As Douglas 
Adams put it brilliantly in his introduction to The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, 
1  I should note 
that this work was 
commissioned by 
Glasgow’s art space 
Tramway 
at the time that 
building itself was 
closing down for 
refurbishment. 
Culturally it’s worth 
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years in the UK 
(1988–98) as the 
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ignored and then 
attempted to embrace 
and subsume site-
specific activity and 
the types of cultural 
hijack that go with 
this work.21
This planet has — or rather had — a problem, which was this: most of 
the people living on it were unhappy for pretty much all of the time. 
Many solutions were suggested for this problem, but most of these 
were largely concerned with the movement of small green pieces of 
paper, which was odd because on the whole it wasn’t the small green 
pieces of paper that were unhappy.
Wilfully disrupted, the hope is that these inculcated, habitual patterns of imposed 
culture are replaced by ‘real’ needs and desires – life, love, the fragility of our bodies, 
of our world. 
The FU_URIST
The door schematizes two strong possibilities, which sharply classify 
two types of daydream. At times, it is closed, bolted, padlocked. At 
others, it is open, that is to say wide-open. 
The last work I’ll discuss here is central to these thoughts, not least because Lime 
Street in Liverpool is a major conduit to and from the city in the heart of the shopping 
circuit. The derelict Futurist cinema building evidently once had a central role in 
shaping people’s sense of place on that street, in that city. The Futurist is the work 
that fits a key remit of this publication – to explore Liverpool’s complex relationship 
to the field of cultural hijack. I am therefore pausing on this last work to go into more 
depth, to flesh out the story of the work in Liverpool, to create a fuller context for The 
Futurist’s role in my own practice, as both a culmination of the other cinema works 
and a point of focus for cultural hijack.
Invited by Jump Ship Rat, I initially agreed to make work for the Independents to 
support what I saw as a vital local initiative in the midst of a larger, cumbersome 
biennial. The concept of biennials is to me problematic for a whole range of reasons. 
However, in cities such as Liverpool and Glasgow, biennials can build momentum 
and generate feverish activity from the independents, who attempt to dock with, or 
plainly hijack, the momentum and the press and visitors associated with the event. 
Knowing my interest in cinematic space, Ben Parry mentioned the empty ABC cinema 
on Lime Street and we discussed various ideas that led ultimately to the Futurist 
work. Originally we planned work that connected the two derelict cinemas on Lime 
Street, which would run in between biennials, but ultimately the work evolved round 
the Futurist and ran during the biennial in Liverpool in 2004. 
When I first came across the Futurist in 2002 the sign on the building read ‘FU_URIST’ 
and seemed to mock its own aspirations for a better future delivered through technology. 
(The cinema had screened its last film on 17 July 1982 and since then had lain dormant.) 
The changeover to the bold title ‘The Futurist’ (in the twenties), 
celebrated the advent of faster, more powerful, more spectacular 
technologies and was matched by this cinema’s continuous quest for 
technical innovation with firsts in CinemaScope, ‘Huge Miracle Mirror 
Cinema Scope’ and then ‘Sensurround’. 
I re-opened the foyer of the Futurist cinema for four weeks in September 2004. The 
battered roller shutters, which fronted on to Lime Street, were lifted for the duration 
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of the work. Five steps up and three metres in from the street, the entrance was 
sealed with a large sheet of toughened glass, glazing that threshold space between 
foyer and street. The new glass screen offered visual access, while at the same time 
preventing any physical passage to ‘within’. 
Twelve cameras were installed to relay a live video feed from different parts of the 
four-storey building, in a continual, 24 hours a day, live broadcast. A central section 
of the sheet of glass was laminated with an opaque material and became the screen 
to catch these projected images. Someone stopping on the street would see three 
layers of image – a framed view of the cinema’s foyer through the glass, the projected 
images from the cinema’s interior and the reflections of the street on the glass. 
Passers-by could stop, step up and gaze in, seeing both the Futurist’s immediate 
interior and the ‘portraits’ of these spaces. A switching system cycled the feed from 
each camera in a monotonous, regular, dispassionate fashion. Thirty seconds of 
rooftop, cellar, auditorium, bar, gents toilets, foyer, letter rack, stage, safe room…
On occasion the work offered a venue. Cameras were trained on a specific site, such 
as the remains of the first-floor main cinema stage, where local musicians, artists 
and poets performed to an empty, decaying auditorium. Alex Cox, local legend and 
director of Repo Man, made a short five-minute piece about his defining memory of 
seeing The Wild Bunch in the Futurist in 1968. Robin Naturebold and Bandism haunted 
Lime Street with Dada rap. The Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra played on stage as 
the work opened. Yorkie performed twice and wrote a beautiful elegy for the day the 
work closed.
On the street, the sound and image from these performances tempted the public 
to pause and gradually come to an understanding that the performances came from 
one of the building’s interior spaces. The work literally stopped busy people on a busy 
street in their tracks. I have footage of that moment of pause and hesitation – the 
turning away and looking back, and once hooked, stopping, hijacked by some part of 
themselves, resistant to the pressures and occupations of daily doing. The arrest is 
a double shock; of being shocked out of one’s self and into oneself, in the same way 
that Susan Sontag described a good read: ‘A good book is an education of the heart. 
It enlarges your sense of human possibility of what human nature is, of what happens 
in the world. It’s a creator of inwardness.’
One of the cameras was focused on a storeroom floor, framed to show a sodden 
booklet at the centre of the surrounding entropy. There was Christopher Reeve as 
Superman, bursting through the front cover of the ‘O"cial Film Poster Magazine’, 
made to promote Superman II. Every few minutes the switching system would click 
back to this camera and the same scene. Superman II was released in the UK in April 
1981 and would have been among the last films screened in the Futurist. In the third 
week of the work, it was announced that Christopher Reeve had died. 
The papers are full of the news about Christopher Reeve. We’re 
out of budget but I ask Ben to rehire the PA system – of course I 
then can’t find Superman II in any of the video shops and it’s a great 
moment when I finally manage to buy it in Boots. It seems completely 
appropriate to feed the film into the system. Every few minutes the 
footage appears and the film soundtrack is running continuously over 
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all the other live footage of the building – including the poster shot! 
The windows are open and the soundtrack drifts out across Lime 
Street. Crowds gather by the glass and stay for some time, much 
longer than for any other part of the work… this is the moment the 
work was made for.2
I often make work in this way, setting up a structure, then inhabiting it, breaking, 
adding, repairing, adapting to the context as it evolves, encouraging the returning 
passer-by to see the something emerge. Sometimes this is like a planned slow release 
but sometimes, as with Christopher Reeve’s death, it is about building a tool to ad lib 
in response to the unpredictable, real world. 
With Reeve’s death many ideas collided – his own life’s journey and the intersection 
of his own and the Futurist’s parallel fall from grace. The cruel, fateful twist of his 
reduction from symbol of physical perfection in the Superman series to paralysed and 
wheelchair-bound in real life. And the Futurist’s similar journey, from great symbol 
of the future and all that technology and fantasy is capable of delivering to derelict, 
broken ruin. 
The more time I spent with the building, the more it appeared a classic example of 
an early, modernist, utopian vision falling flat on its face or, maybe more accurately, 
grimly holding onto the ropes and waiting for the bell. (The bell, my friend, rings in 
the demolition of a large chunk of Lime Street next year, to make way for some nice 
new retail outlets). But my interest in this work extends beyond the currently popular, 
and for me far too cute, pastime of the baiting and bashing of utopian models by 
contemporary artists ri"ng off the retro chic and ruin-porn status of the lost hope 
of previous generations. ‘The likelihood that your acts of resistance cannot stop the 
injustice does not exempt you from acting in what you sincerely and reflectively hold 
to be the best interests of your community.’
How might the artist intervention, as a site- and time-related work, impact on 
redundant, derelict, cinematic space and the rich seam of history and memory 
arguably embedded there? How might these charged sites help us understand 
Liverpool’s genius loci? Where does sense of place rest – how does it extend into the 
consciousness of the city? How and why might one trace and mine this rich seam? 
What happens if we turn a derelict cinema inside out, expose its mechanisms and the 
processes of entropy acting upon it? What possibility is there to raise consciousness 
about its condition and probable demise? What possibility is there, through new 
technologies and localized broadcasting, to focus and research the theory that these 
derelict cinema sites have great significance as key repositories of our collective 
subconscious in inner-city living?
The connection I made to people in Liverpool through the Futurist was very 
significant to me. The Futurist installation was used to explore the representation of 
the ‘real’ and the ‘fictional’ and was also harnessed as a tool by which the rich fabric 
of anecdote and myth from the Futurist’s past could be gathered and revealed. 
2  Notes from a diary 
of the work.
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A note on being biennialed
Like much of my work, The Futurist was delivered in public, unannounced, unnamed 
and with the hope of giving the viewer a chance, just a chance, to make up their 
own minds about what they are seeing. Maybe even to be a little confused, feel a 
bit of uncertainty but also to be intrigued – like wanting to get on with a busy day 
but not quite able to let it go. I have always fantasized that it’s the nameless things 
that lodge in our subconscious and slowly percolate out, to haunt us into a raised 
consciousness through some sort of lingering psychic osmosis. We don’t realize we 
have participated, gotten interactive, collaborated in the work. I was incredibly pissed 
off that the Biennial organizers, with no consultation, mounted two of their orange 
Biennial cube things on the Futurist. I see that as tantamount to sticking a post-it on 
a painting, declaring ‘Art Here’. Needless to say the cubes didn’t last long.
*The baked potato dilemma
Shireen describes her earliest childhood memory – it’s a cold evening – 5 November, 
she is standing by a large bonfire catching its heat, she remembers the taste of a 
baked potato… a sense of being an independent entity in the world. Some time 
recently she is given a photograph, an image of a fire and a child in a snorkel jacket. 
The image is a snapshot, poor focus and composition, but it’s undeniably her.
We discuss the danger of the gift, this defined image of her first memory, and the 
possibility that the image begins to override the memory, to colonize her experience, 
to eat away the taste of the baked potato, the heat of the fire, the keen sense of 
bodily memory, flattening the sensory with the purely ocular, moving the frame of 
references from inside and close to outside and far away, ultimately locking out the 
embodied knowledge and substituting the hierarchical authority of the forensic 
evidence for a cold eye. Like the idea that people take photos to help them forget, the 
evidence erases the need to remember. Shireen and I agree the photo should only be 
looked at occasionally. ‘The camera makes everyone a tourist in other people’s reality, 
and eventually in one’s own.’ 
Conclusions?
This writing seeks to open up some ideas as to how it might be useful to intervene in 
your own life. Of course I have to conclude with more questions than answers.
What might our twenty-first century hold? Beyond self-expression? Beyond art for 
art’s sake? Beyond art that places form above content? Beyond monologue towards 
dialogue? Beyond individuality towards collectivity? Beyond art that is incapable 
of solving any problems other than aesthetic ones? Beyond the studio? Beyond the 
gallery and museum? Beyond the ocular-centric? Towards an art that participates 
robustly in the Life world? Towards art that serves a different god than bourgeois 
capitalism?
My answers, at the minute, would be some combination of this recipe: out there, 
unnamed as ‘art’, with a clear idea of how it addressed / manipulated / was 
manipulated by audience, and a sense of how it therefore ‘functioned’ in relationship 
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whose aspirations are being colonized by art prizes, fashion houses, hyped culture and 
other disproportionately dominant fluff that supports the centricity of the art markets 
and, by the way, feeds Hans Abbing’s depressing Pyramid of Failure that dooms so many 
of those young minds to a frustrating sense of having failed. Art schools will continue to 
be complicit in the manufacture of this frustration until they take on the responsibility 
of the intellectual challenge to the dominance of the art market model, and address 
through more strategic thinking how all graduates might have a better chance of a 
sustainable, inspiring future as artists contributing to the world. 
What’s at stake is a sense that, particularly in the city, we are dehumanized by modern 
living. What’s at stake is the production of subjectivity and, more importantly, the 
condition of awareness of subjectivity that lends itself to inter-subjectivity. What’s at 
stake? How we foster a response to difference, that pushes pleasure zones rather than 
‘I feel threatened’ zones, would be good. Allowing us to associate unknowing with 
comfort rather than discomfort would help. 
The problem then with the art institution is not so much that it collapses irreducibility 
but that the valued epiphanies available to challenge the world through art are 
often only exposed to the world (in a primary sense) within the hallowed halls and 
palaces to art, and I wonder what an audience takes away that will revolutionize their 
thinking. Where any challenge to default norms is just ‘shock’ value (sensation), and is 
reduced to entertainment, not revolution, its framing (as art) is what simultaneously 
increases and reduces its power and extends and limits its reach. 
In the urgent political and economic climate of today I find my faith in osmosis waning. 
I wonder why the ancient tools of hypothesizing aren’t taught at art schools. Why 
don’t artists engage with how the work works? As I’ve said, cultural hijack as a field 
is still broadly tactical rather than strategic. Where the hell are the strategists? The 
hard thinkers that Terry Atkinson demands, with motivation, brains and stamina. 
At the heart of this is the way the twentieth-century Fine Art world struggled to 
conceptualize the ‘function of art’ as anything other than a nice, trite, circular paradox. 
The function of art is to be functionless. 
The meaning of art rests in its meaninglessness.
These days I find this just a wee bit smug and logically reductive.
Artists such as Hans Haacke have flagged up the very meaningful and functional 
systems that are part of the display, consumption, promotion and creation of art, 
which challenge the naivety of such claims of how art resists ‘function’. Art has a 
very proscribed place within our Western world. It functions very nicely around its 
conventions, tropes and markets. So let’s address Function. Impact. Revolution.
The culture of critical resistance is not completely usurped; we are not just left to 
hollowly mock the echo of the foolish words of someone else’s utopian project. 
Utopias are like ideals – you don’t give up, even though you know you will never 
achieve them. It’s the process of chasing them, that strange non-place, where their 
value resides. We have become terrified of talk of utopia and utopian thinking and 
yet the city evolves all the time and urbanists and architects and city planners, 
economists, politicians and now whole urban regeneration companies continue to 
make massive decisions that affect all our lives, making decisions about place-making, 
genius loci, zoning, huge cultural festivals such as biennials, and on and on.
to as many of its contexts as I had the capacity to identify. Possibly ‘illegal’, probably 
provocative, enduring even if transient, political with an oscillating P. Prepared for 
translation, embracing the ineffable, while full of words. Certainly not reliant on an 
expert from the art world to confer plaudits upon it, but happy if that ever happened. 
Unlikely to be profiled in Frieze or Art Monthly, though maybe in Vacuum or Variant. 
Not romantically maverick at the expense of good relationships to collective living. 
Perhaps simply hitching everything known about art to the cause of an interesting 
group like Avaaz or Yes Men, and subjugating the ego to be more effective in a team.
There are many ethical hotspots to be debated. What happens when the artist starts 
to play their games outwith the safe confines of the Palaces to Art? Of course when 
we dare to address the cultural blind spot that fuses creativity to philanthropy and 
forgets the amount of inspired creativity in criminality, we are quickly shushed. How 
do we guide ourselves through the ethical conundrums that cultural hijack inevitably 
throws up?
Why write this in a book?
At the beginning of this text I raised the paradox inherent in the attempt to name and 
define and elevate cultural hijack, a tactic that I have proposed works particularly well 
when unnamed and undefined. In particular, I am unsure about how a retrospective 
naming affects the ownership and presence of the ideas and feelings provoked 
through these processes. Like the current obsession with the absorption of artist’s 
practice into ‘research’, I smell the danger of colonizing the uncharted territory, 
incrementing and atomizing the process, segmenting the acts through language, and 
thereby retiring cultural hijack to some quirky subset of the old shock of the new.
If the goal is to insert doubt, then retrospective renaming is surely the collapse of that 
precious space of not knowing (and you need to burn this book after reading it). What 
if, as the witness to the ‘work’, I feel that this is my work, my story? I am not just a 
participant, I am the owner of my experience of the work and the work has become 
my life. How do I then feel when I’m told retrospectively ‘Aye that was art, pal.’
The argument for this has to embrace the paradox and look at what’s at stake. What’s 
at stake includes who the book seeks to speak to.
We have to explore, culturally, the consolidation of these tactics and their value to 
our lives. We have to challenge ourselves to deepen our understanding, consolidate 
our toolkit, rethink the ways, means and impacts of intervention. We have to consider 
more strategic, joined-up approaches. Move beyond the clichés of the disorganized 
left failing to dent the aligned right. 
How do we do this? Can we have our cake and eat it, by combining the tactics of the 
hijacker / interventionist with the strategy of the archivist and (market) researcher? 
Surveying and consolidating the moment of reception? Building on the impact of the 
intervention, on the consciousness raised? Developing the ability to self-organize, 
develop strategies to complement the tactics?
The art world is still a primary target for this writing (though recently I have begun 
exploring hard politics on the one hand and urbanism on the other). Why the art world? 
Partly because of the brilliant, radical, free spirits that are attracted to an art education 
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Do we as artists, as cultural hijackers, shy away from issues of ‘permanence’ as a 
sort of allergic reaction in the same way that artists have developed an educated 
allergy to groupthink which makes us desperately hard to align? Does it have to 
be a prerequisite of cultural hijack that we only can aspire to creating temporary 
autonomous zones? At what point might tactics of the temporary evolve and inform 
strategies of the more permanent? The idea appeals of mining the history of art for 
tactics that might be reapplied in other fields, taking concepts imagined as floating 
signifiers and anchoring them as functioning tools in a system of ideas, in the field of 
crime, activism, etc. Not as crazy as it sounds. I was recently horrified to learn that 
the Israeli army is training its soldiers in the tactics of the Situationists, specifically 
to introduce lateral thinking with regard to how to move through space, to become 
unpredictable in urban battles such as Ramallah.
Ultimately, this exploration into the terms and tactics of cultural hijack is limited to 
the examination of issues that became important within my work. In my practice I 
was, and still am, looking for functioning systems that might somehow inspire and 
focus change and have agency within the real world, not just the rarefied atmosphere 
of the gallery and the museum. I’ve willingly admitted that the urge and compulsion I 
feel can be dismissed as a trauma-malaise. The place I wrote about in my introduction 
is a long time away, notwithstanding the fact that the last atrocity prior to the 
Northern Irish Good Friday Agreement was the murder of 33 people from my home 
town, blown to smithereens on 25 August 1998. 
These feelings still run deep in me. At the age of seventeen or eighteen these 
fundamental aspirations were formed and, for better or for worse, are still core to my 
practice as artist, teacher and human being. 
 
